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COMMENTS BY SENATOR MAX BAUCUS ON REAUTHORIZATION OF THE
RESOURCE CONSERVATION AND RECOVERY ACT
Hazardous Waste Treatment Council
April 11, 1991
Good afternoon. It's a pleasure to be here with you
today. To see Rich (Fortuna) and my other friends, and to talk
with you about an important and timely topic, namely solid
waste.
I say important because, as you all know too well, we are
generating more waste per capita than at any time in our
history, while the capacity of our landfills is disappearing at
an alarming rate.
And I say timely because I plan to introduce legislation
within the next two weeks to reauthorize the Resource
Conservation and Recovery Act.
That legislation, which I am working on with my good
friend Senator Chafee, who will be here later, will be
comprehensive. It will address waste reduction, recycling,
including sham recycling -- which I know is important to many
of you in this room, and waste management.
It is my intention that the legislation be thorough,
thoughtful and, thought provoking. I want it to promote
discussion among State and local officials, interest groups,
and industry.
It will be the focal point for a series of hearings on the
reauthorization that the Subcommittee will begin next month.
Your industry, indeed many of you in this room, has been
particularly helpful to my Subcommittee and to the Congress
both in providing technical assistance and in keeping us
informed on matters like sham recycling.
We appreciate your help. It is reassuring that people
like you are willing to involve yourself in the legislative
process.
And while your industry does speak out forcefully and
well, I would hope that you not lose sight of the relationship
between the treatment and disposal of hazardous waste and the
recovery of the material content that would otherwise be
discarded.
There also must be opportunities for the marketplace to
work so that vital materials are not disposed of simply because




I'm sure you will be sharing with me your ideas, so let me
take a moment to share my ideas with you.
Since it was first enacted in 1976, RCRA has focused on
waste management. The Congress and the EPA have created a
complex system for managing wastes that, on the surface, seems
responsible. And, it is, to a certain extent.
But it is clear to me that we are overwhelming our current
system with garbage. We generate too much of it and we are
running out of places to dump it.
Each of us tosses out some 1500 pounds of trash every
year. And this doesn't even count all of the industrial waste
we produce while manufacturing products.
If we counted all of that, we would have enough trash to
cover Washington, D.C. with five hundred feet of garbage twice
a year!
Now that may have an intuitive appeal to some of you.. .but
as a real solution to our problem, its appeal is lacking.
But while we are producing this mountain of trash, many of
our industrial landfills and surface impoundments are
uncontrolled and leaking. And many of our municipal landfills
are exhausting their capacity.
It is clear to me that if we just continue to produce and
manage our solid and hazardous wastes, we will never solve our
waste problems. To do that we need a new direction.
We need a commitment to a new waste management hierarchy.
One that recognizes some new priorities
Rather than concentrate on the regulation of wastes after
they have been generated, our priority must be to reduce, or
eliminate, the production of those wastes in the first plac6.
And then, to foster as much materials recycling and composting
as possible.
In short we need to take the title of the statute more
seriously. Let's put real resource conservation and recovery
into the law.
That will be no small change. It will require everyone --
the packager, the consumer, the recycler, the generator -- to
do more, to'shoulder more of the burden for the public's
environmental good.
Cities and states will also carry a heavier burden. And
the Federal government will need to provide new and creative
leadership.
That leadership will include discouraging waste disposal,
likely by making it more expensive. But it will also encourage
waste reduction and recycling by providing solid economic
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incentives, whether by opening profit making opportunities or
by avoiding costs such as landfill tipping fees and liability
insurance.
Furthermore, with this emphasis, the public's health will
be better protected as some wastes, especially those containing
potentially hazardous substances, are diverted from landfills
and incinerators.
Our policy must-match the public's desire for recycling
and waste reduction programs, and enable us to become better
stewards of our natural resources.
I am also convinced that emphasizing waste reduction and
recycling will help American industry to become more efficient
in its production processes.
And such efficiency improvements will go a long way toward
restoring the competitiveness of American goods on the world
market.
But a commitment to a waste management hierarchy will not
relieve us from the obligation to confront a number of tough
issues directly.
And one of the toughest is the interstate transport of
municipal waste - a matter of keen concern to a number of my
colleagues.
I've spent some time trying to balance the concerns
various Senators have expressed on this issue. While I don't
claim perfection, I think my proposal will be fair to all
concerned.
It will allow importing states to impose fees on waste
exported from other states. And states that have approved
waste management plans of their own may ban the import of waste
outright.
Another tough issue that is important to all of us is sham
recycling. Our laws must assure that there is no such thing.
At the same time, however, there must be an incentive to
those businesses that actually recover materials and other
important resources from solid and hazardous wastes.
These activities must not be discouraged by the
application of rules so costly that legitimate recycling and
resource recovery eforts are stymied.
As I mentioned earlier, waste reduction will be a
cornerstone of the RCRA bill. The Federal government must
provide states, cities and industries with the incentives, and
the tools, to reduce waste at the source.
To eliminate excess packaging. And to reduce the use of
toxic materials in products and packaging.
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One such tool may be a requirement for industrial
facilities to develop and implement plans to reduce the
toxicity of their wastes and their waste volumes.
Plant engineers and managers will be challenged to find
substitutes for some of their toxic materials, to reformulate
production processes, to improve housekeeping procedures, and
in general, to operate more efficiently.
This is not just good business practice, it is sound
environmental policy.
I am also considering ways to encourage adoption of
voluntary standards that would increase the reusability and
recyclability of products and packages were appropriate.
And I want to foster more research and development to find
better, safer products. I know of one pharmaceutical company
-- in a research effort to develop an alternative to gelatin
capsules for its drugs -- that claims to have invented a new
plastic-like corn starch.
This starch can be used in a wide variety of products and
packages and which will completely degrade over time. We need
to encourage more concepts like this.
. With the proper mix of incentives and mandates, and with
its tremendous capacity for innovation, I'm sure industry can
make great progress in eliminating excess packaging and in
designing products that use non-toxic materials and that are
easily recycled.
The second critical element of a sound solid waste policy
is to recycle materials. In the United States today, we
recycle only 13 percent of our trash.
And while we recover over 60 percent of the aluminum
beverage containers, only about one percent of plastics get
similar treatment.
We can do better. Much better. And the bill will include a
number of initiatives to move us along that path.
It has become fashionable in some circles to speak of "national
recycling rates". But it is .too simplistic to rely on an
overall recycling rate of, say 25 percent in four years, or 50
percent in ten years, and expect much real recycling to happen.
Each commodity must be dealt with individually if the
amount of recycling is to be maximized. Each commodity needs
different incentives. Each is at a different stage of market
development.
For instance, I know that many local and state governments
buy recycled paper and other recycled products as a way to
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stimulate recycling markets. I want to make sure that the
Federal government buys its fair share of recycled products.
But government purchases of recycled materials, alone,
will not stimulate the markets necessary to make certain that
recycling becomes a permanent fixture of American society.
Local communities and businesses in some 35 states qualify
for grants and loans to help run their recycling programs. And
many communities require curbside collection or provide
drop-off centers for recyclable materials.
The legislation will build on these programs. It will
help ensure a plentiful supply of recyclable materials
available to manufacturers. And, it will help ensure that
there is a buyer or a market available to purchase recyclable
commodities and to turn them into useful, new products.
With a broad combination of programs, we can reinforce the
value -- to the economy, to the environment, and to society --
of reuse rather than disposal.
Individuals and businesses should see their disposal
policies as a conscious choice. And we must reward the right
choice.
We must make it easier to choose recycling. We must make
it cheaper to recycle than to discard. We must fashion
regulatory policies that favor the nondisposal choice.
Finally, let me be clear about one thing. The Federal
government must play a vigorous role in solid waste management.
But I do not believe that the Federal government ought to
interfere with local and State responsibilities for solid waste
management -- like siting and land use planning. These
activities are appropriately left to States and localities.
At the same time, however, we should have Federal
environmental standards for our waste management and recycling
facilities. And all waste sites ought to meet these standards,
from municipal landfills to non-hazardous industrial waste
lagoons.
This should ensure that wastes are safely managed. It
should ensure that no area becomes a pollution haven. And
perhaps just as important, it should help to restore public
confidence in waste management practices.
In conclusion, there is no simple answer to our solid
waste problems. Just as there is no one bad actor, there is no
silver bullet solution.
We need a program that recognizes that our problems are
interrelated. As tough as it surely will be to fashion, we
need a comprehensive solid waste solution -- even if it means
trying something totally new.
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These are some very complex issues, the solutions to which
will benefit from your involvement. I strongly encourage your
participation. And I look forward to working with you.
Thank you.
